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Jennifer Bartlett, Lecturer in Public Relations, School of Advertising, Marketing and Public Relations, Faculty 
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Abstract 
In a knowledge economy where technologically mediated information plays an important role, greater 
understanding is required of its impact on organisational sustainability. This paper examines the link between 
mediated information within a global economy and its relationship to a key to long-term organisational success–
legitimacy. 
Aligning organisational legitimacy and the demands of a range of internal and external stakeholders is a central 
concern for managers when challenges to legitimacy continue to arise. Particularly during times of internally or 
environmentally driven change, challenges are created for managers seeking to ensure their organisation avoids 
questioning about its legitimacy. This paper presents the proposition that the perceptions of collective opinion 
derived from mass media provide a lens to a global world upon which managers base decisions to protect and 
repair organisational legitimacy. Legitimacy is determined from a broad social arena that can cross national 
and international boundaries (Lomi, 2000). Experience of legitimacy concerns, therefore, are often outside the 
traditional realms of managerial knowledge, and experience and of local business association networks 
(Aldrich, 1999). While the organisational landscape has been changing, at the same time, mass media have 
increased the focus on bringing news about events, and interpretations of events, from a broad and even global 
social area (Mutz, 1998). In addition, electronically facilitated media have exposed both organisational 
stakeholders and managers to views and interpretations of the world more quickly and more explicitly than in 
previous times. This paper proposes a relationship between perceptions of collective opinion derived from mass 
media and organisational legitimacy in such an environment. 
Keywords: Organisational legitimacy, Change, Knowledge economy 
Understanding Legitimacy in a Changing 
Global Environment 
Introduction 
Internally or environmentally driven change creates 
challenges for organisations seeking to gain 
competitive advantage in a global and competitive 
market place. One of the challenges arising from 
change is the potential for threats to organisational 
legitimacy. Legitimacy, as the perception that the 
organisation meets the expectations of its social 
environment (Suchman 1995), is required for an 
organisation to garner support and resources, and as 
such, is a key attribute required for organisational 
survival.  
For managers seeking to ensure the organisation 
retains its legitimacy during change, understanding 
the changing relationship between an organisation 
and the expectations of a range of internal and 
external stakeholders becomes a central concern. 
However, legitimacy is determined from a broad 
social arena that can cross national and international 
boundaries (Lomi 2000). Experience of legitimacy 
concerns, therefore, is often outside the realm of 
managerial knowledge, and experience. This can be 
problematic for managers seeking to understand 
legitimacy expectations during times of change. This 
paper makes a proposition in which the mass media 
assist managers to understand the changing 
expectations of the social environment. In a 
knowledge economy where technology has 
increased access to information, mass media play an 
integral part in transmitting information and events 
and interpretations of events more quickly and more 
explicitly than in previous times. In doing so, media 
provide information about others’ responses to 
events that would otherwise be outside manager’s 
experiences The proposition in this paper illustrates 
the relationship between perceptions of collective 
opinion derived from mass media and organisational 
legitimacy. 
Legitimacy 
Legitimacy is a concept in organisational theory that 
is concerned with competing for social as well as 
economic fit with the environment (Aldrich 1979). 
Meyer and Scott (1982) identify two masters that 
organisations need to please. One is a technical 
world that relies on efficiency, based in concepts of 
organisations as rational systems. The other is an 
institutional world where survival relies on adopting 
socially and culturally legitimate ways of conducting 
business. The notion of legitimacy resides in the 
latter. Legitimacy is a generalised perception (Meyer 
and Rowan 1977) that the organisation’s actions are 
desirable, proper and appropriate in a socially 
constructed situation (Suchman 1995). Part of the 
cultural congruence of the term legitimacy is the 
existence of a credible collective account or 
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rationale explaining the organisation’s activities 
(Jepperson 1991; Steinfeld and Whitten 1999; 
Suchman 1995). 
There are two forms of legitimacy discussed in 
organisational theory literature. One is that 
legitimacy is a cognitive phenomena reflected in 
taken-for-granted assumptions (Zucker 1987, 1977) 
This approach suggests that an organisation gains 
legitimacy when “there is little question in the minds 
of actors that it serves as the natural way to effect 
some kind of collective action” (Hannan and Carroll 
1992). This is related to the spread of knowledge 
about an organisation so it becomes familiar and 
well known (Baum and Powell 1995; Aldrich and 
Fiol 1994). The other type of legitimacy is 
sociopolitical, embedded in the relationships 
between an organisation and its environment (Meyer 
and Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1983) and 
normative codes of action. Taken-for-grantedness 
can exist without sociopolitical approval, however 
since little in contemporary societies and 
organisations exist separate from government, 
professions and other social influences,  
sociopolitical legitimacy is central to perspectives of 
relations between organisation and other 
predominant social forces (Baum and Powell 1995). 
These perspectives of legitimacy are derived from 
the compliance of organisations with the cultural and 
social demands expected of and determined by other 
influential organisations or institutions. Legitimacy 
is linked to established patterns of cultural authority 
supported by nationwide and worldwide 
environments (Meyer and Rowan 1977) rather than 
more local levels of experience that are more likely 
to be the domain of competition (Lomi 2000).  
It is important to establish that while legitimacy 
can be considered an asset for garnering 
organisational resources, its objective nature is 
derived from subjective matter (Suchman 1995) 
through perceptions. Legitimacy is not a concept 
derived from organisational views of rationalism and 
efficiency (Thompson 1967). If organisations were 
viewed this way, there would be little doubt of an 
organisation’s claim that it was achieving its best 
economic use. Organisations play a more complex 
role in contemporary societies where they are the 
predominant organising function (Aldrich 1999; 
Weber 2002). As organisations attract sufficient 
resources and people, centres of social action are 
created (Aldrich 1999, p.6). From a sociological 
perspective, organisations are the result of shared 
opinions (Meyer & Scott 1992) that operate as sites 
of collective action. The cultural forces that 
influence these shared opinions about legitimacy 
provide a type of “cultural accounting system” 
(Meyer & Scott 1992, p.201) for assessing each 
organisation against a type of theoretical or desired 
organisation. These perceptions can include 
perceptions of appropriateness of organisational 
tasks and their alternatives; assessment of efficiency 
and effectiveness; perceptions of equitable use of 
human resources and rational use of resources 
(Meyer and Scott 1992). In this context, legitimacy 
can be considered as being about how an 
organisation is understood (Suchman 1995) by its 
social environment within a broad cultural and social 
context. 
Legitimacy gaps occur when there are perceptions 
of misalignment between organisations and 
environmental expectations. These legitimacy gaps 
or expectancy gaps (Sethi 1975, 1979) can arise in 
two ways. One is when organisational changes occur 
that are acceptable to a static social environment. 
The other is when organisations remain the same, 
but social expectations change. These gaps can arise 
from problems in values, policy or facts (Wartick 
and Mahon 1994; Nasi et al. 1997; Heath 1997).  For 
this present discussion, the important question raised 
concerns the way that organisations learn about 
legitimacy standards that arise outside direct 
organisational experience, and how perceptions of 
these opinions translate to organisational outcomes. 
This paper proposes that mass media creates an 
impersonal social influence by assisting 
organisations to understand opinions about 
legitimacy standards that are then used in 
organisational decision making and response. 
The Role of Mass Media in Understanding 
Legitimacy 
The mass media play a role in linking organisations, 
their environments, and perceptions about 
organisations. Lippman’s classic book ‘Public 
Opinion’ (1927) presented the notion that media 
play a role in the triangular relationship between 
events, perceptions of events and response based on 
these perceptions. This has provided a legacy for 
scholars who have explored the effects of mass 
media and the impact on social action since that 
time. One media effects theory is that media exert an 
impersonal social influence where well developed 
media systems provide information about others’ 
perspectives on social activity and events. Such a 
perspective operates in complex contemporary 
societies when opportunities for interpersonal 
interactions are decreased due to such phenomena as 
centralisation, globalisation and technology. The 
perceptions of collective opinions that organisations 
hold as a result of media coverage lead to the 
decisions organisations make to deal with the social 
environment. This is interpreted through their 
culture. This theory of impersonal media effects 
(Mutz 1998) forms the basis for this paper’s 
proposition. I now deal with the three core notions 
of this argument – media presentations of legitimacy 
issues in the social environment, perceptions of 
collective opinion, and organisational response. 
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Media Presentation of Information from 
Remote Social Environments 
In complex social systems, media provide 
information about events and decisions, as well as 
others reactions to these events and decision, that 
would otherwise not be available through experience 
or personal networks (Mutz and Soss 1997). In the 
increasingly complex nature of the information 
society, interpersonal communication is less 
effective in informing individuals of the state of 
their world (Mutz 1998). Rather impersonal 
knowledge of the social environment has been 
argued as being a more important social influence 
(Mutz 1998; Schoenbach and Becker 1995). 
Impersonal influences provide information about 
what the ‘collective other’ think about social issues 
in the environment. In determining collective action 
in a complex information society, perceptions of the 
collective other become the dominant source of 
information about what is important in the social 
world (Mutz 1998; Schoenbach and Becker 1995).  
Communication between different groups in 
society requires mediated forms to deal with events 
and issues outside individual realms of experience. 
In this notion of the social group where interaction 
between all members is not possible, “Where else 
should most of our images come from – images 
about what is going on in national and international 
politics, in cultural life, in fashion and customs and 
mores – if not from the media?” (Schoenbach and 
Becker 1995). In complex social systems, the 
changing nature of the relationship between 
individuals and a world that influences them but of 
which they have little personal experience has led to 
a split between ‘the system and the lifeworld’ 
(Habermas 1984). Social changes to work, 
technology and transport have led to an increase in 
the number of indirect associations (Coleman 1980; 
Bender 1978). Political and economic affairs that 
used to be organised around local community and 
local economic relationships (Calhoun 1988) can 
now be handled in either a relatively impersonal 
environment or remotely through internet 
technology. While lacking the trustworthiness of 
opinions on more local matters, media has an 
expertise as a reliable source of information about 
issues of a global community (Mutz 1998). 
Organisations typically rely on experience and 
business associations and networks for information 
about their social environment (Aldrich 1999). 
However in the social environment described, this 
paper proposes that there is a role for media to 
provide organisations with information about 
legitimacy issues from the broader social 
environment. Information of collective opinion 
made available through media have been 
demonstrated to provide information that would 
otherwise not be available through personal and 
business networks. In a study of 545 members of 
elite groups – ranging from corporations, labor 
unions, congress, federal departments, voluntary 
organisations and mass media – Weiss (1974)  
showed that while most get information about 
national issues that concern them from within their 
business and industrial sector, mass media play a 
dominant role in providing information outside the 
business networks. In addition, media link members 
of different sectors and transmit information and 
opinions that members of one sector need to 
understand the world outside their own sector 
(Schoenbach and Becker 1995).  The role of media 
in providing a way to access phenomena outside that 
known through interpersonal links helps 
organisations to create an understanding of the 
world. 
Perceptions of Collective Opinion 
In this paper, rather than viewing media’s role as 
transmitting information about actual organisational 
activity (Dowling and Pfeffer 1975; Pfeffer and 
Salancik 1978), or as building cognitive, or taken-
for-granted legitimacy (Baum and Powell 1995), it 
suggests that media play a role in depicting 
influential stakeholders’ views on legitimacy issues 
that would otherwise be denied to organisations. 
One of the ways that the media does this is by 
mirroring opinions of others in the social system by 
indicating what others are thinking about 
(Schoenbach and Becker 1995). For discussions 
about legitimacy issues, the views of influential 
social actors, in these matters, is important for 
organisations. Central to the notion of perceptions of 
collective opinion is that media have a greater effect 
on perceptions of what others think of the world, 
than on individual opinions about their own 
lifeworld (Lasora 1989; Rucinski and Salmon 1990; 
Tiedge et al. 1991; Gunther 1991). The central 
implication of this theory is not in change to the 
individual but to their perception of the impact of 
this information on others. Studies have shown that 
there are variations in the level of effect of 
perceptions of collective opinion. More highly 
educated people show a greater attribution affect to 
‘others’, since, those who are better educated feel it 
is socially undesirable to be affected by media 
(Schoenbach and Becker 1995; Rucinski and 
Salmon 1990; Tiedge et al. 1991). Other media 
effects studies such as agenda setting theories, 
typically indicate that there is a greater impact on 
people’s perception of the collective salience of 
issues than on personal salience of issues to 
individuals (McLeod, Becker and Byrnes, 1974; 
Becker, McCombs and McLeod 1975). As well as 
collective issue salience perceptions, other studies 
show that information derived from mass media has 
an impersonal impact on perceptions of the 
frequency and severity of social problems but has 
few effects on personal judgements (Tyler 1980, 
1984; Tyler and Cook, 1984). ‘These studies suggest 
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that mass media can substantially influence 
individual’s perceptions of the nature of their social 
environment and perception of what others believe 
within this social environment’ (Mutz 1997, p. 433).  
The resulting perceptions of the ‘collective other’ 
provided through the media about events, and 
responses to events, can be important when 
considering legitimacy. These perceptions have an 
important part to play in how organisations perceive 
the impact that others’ views of the world will have 
on social expectations in a particular social system. 
These perceptions of what others, including 
influential social actors, believe is legitimate 
organisational behaviour will affect how 
organisations adjust themselves during periods of 
change to ensure they meet legitimacy demands. 
This is particularly so when organisational change 
relates to legitimacy issues that arise outside of the 
organisational realm of actual experience (Lomi 
2000; Meyer and Scott 1992). 
Social Influence Processes 
Studies into the effects of perceptions of collective 
opinion suggest that elite actors take action because 
of expectations of media effects about opinions of 
stakeholders (Schoenbach and Becker 1995). The 
media provide both content and information but also 
influence, through presenting other individual’s 
perspectives on the situation. The ‘impersonal 
influence’ (Mutz 1998) of perceptions of what these 
other people think about a situation provides a 
particular way to view social problems. This 
impersonal influence occurs when decisions are 
made based on the perceptions of what others know 
or experience. This concept that perceptions of 
collective opinion are used by elite actors in decision 
making is not new. Voting on perceptions of the 
national economy rather than an individual’s 
financial position would demonstrate this 
phenomena (Kinder and Kiewiet 1981). Principles of 
price setting are based on organisations setting 
prices based on their perception of what others will 
be willing to pay (Keynes 1936 cited in Mutz 1998). 
Mauser and Fitzsimmons (1991) showed that media 
polls led to a change in the Canadian exchange rate 
vs the US rate. Supporting this view is that it is not 
just coverage of events, but also publication of polls 
of opinions about events that force changes that 
organisations may not otherwise have taken 
(Sussman 1988). This perception of opinions, rather 
than knowledge of the situation alone appears to 
exert a powerful social influence on organisational 
decisions. 
Relationships between Media, Perceptions 
of Collective Opinion and Social Influence 
Processes 
This proposal about the role of media is driven by 
two warrants. First, Mutz (1998) argues for a more 
complex conceptualisation of media in regards to 
content and channel rather than of channel alone. 
The other warrant is the view that organisations need 
to garner information about collective opinion from 
a rapidly shifting social environment, where the time 
for information transfer is reduced with the rapid 
transmission of global information about both events 
and social issues (Schoenbach and Becker 1995). 
While competition can be local as well as global, 
legitimacy is a phenomena derived in a context with 
broader boundaries (Lomi 2000). Therefore, 
organisational decisions about the demands of 
isomorphism with legitimate forms, require a more 
complex conceptualisation about the role of media 
than the view of it simply as a transmission vehicle. 
This paper therefore posits a relationship between 
collective opinions depicted in mass media, 
perceptions of collective opinion formed by 
organisations, and the resulting social influence 
attempts by organisations to address legitimacy 
issues raised by media coverage. In this proposition, 
both depictions of others opinions and perceptions of 
these opinions are a way to understand attempts 
organisations should and do take to address 
legitimacy issues that arise out of organisational 
change in a knowledge society. During times of 
organisational change, expectations about legitimate 
ways for organisations to conduct their business can 
be difficult to ascertain. This problem is magnified 
since legitimacy expectations arise in a social world 
somewhat remote from organisational experience 
and the experience of their business networks. For 
organisations seeking to maintain or build 
competitive advantage in a rapidly changing world, 
understanding legitimacy expectations that could 
potentially damage achieving the goals of change 
initiatives can provide an advantage. This is 
particularly so when important organisational 
stakeholders have extensive and rapid access to 
ideas from around the world with advanced 
information and media systems. This media system 
also means that legitimacy issues that arise can be 
rapidly transmitted to other stakeholders, thereby 
impacting the organisation. 
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